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DIGITIZATION CONVERSION IN ACCOUNTING DEPARTMENT 

 

The Client:  A $100MM subcontractor in the homebuilding industry, based in California. 

The Challenge:  Steep growth coming out of the housing collapse of 2009 reached a critical point in 2014 

when the percentage increases in revenue were well into the double digits and the base to which they 

were adding was becoming sizable.  The required transaction processing capacity of the Accounting 

department surged past the previous high point by about 30% and the company’s paper-based 

workflows became unsustainable without adding significant staff costs. 

The Solution:   As is often the case, the first point of attack on an issue like this to examine the process.  

There were visual clues all around the office as to the issue at hand.  Banker boxes full of invoices 

stapled to checks were the first red flag.  An in-depth process review led to a series of findings where 

requirements of the process were understood by the accounting managers to be different than they 

were.  The team was making paper copies of all checks being sent to vendors and subcontractors, then 

filing them in separate boxes from the copy that was being stapled to the invoice and kept in the AP 

records.   Their understanding was that the auditors might need these records for their test work.   

Accounting staff were printing out documents so they could use the paper copies to get information 

they needed to type into the company’s ERP system.  100% of vendors and subcontractors were still 

being paid with paper checks.  (A daunting check signing task that needed to be completed every week 

by the CFO.) 

Sharpen brought its standard continuous improvement tools into a series of meetings with teams from 

Accounting and Operations and began the process of designing more efficient processes.  The basic 

steps are simple: 

• Review the process as it is currently being operated. 

• Conduct interviews with all process participants to get a full description of the requirements for 

each step, as understood by the team.  This ability to get to the true “why” prior to redesigning 

processes is part of what separates Sharpen from firms less experienced what creates 

complications in smaller businesses. 

• Compile all the understood requirements and categorize them: 

o Not real requirements, just misunderstood and handed down as real. 

o Requirements due to a flaw in the process somewhere else. 

o Requirements based on poor data structure or poor use of technology. 

o Actual requirements to provide good records for the Accounting department and 

auditors. 

The first non-real requirement was for paper checks to be kept for auditors.  When we reviewed the 

check access available through the bank’s online system, there was more than adequate ability to search 

and find records electronically.   Dropping this wasted activity freed up over one full FTE.  There were 

also a number of instances where proper approvals were not taking place in sequence, placing pressure 

on the team to get them done before making crucial payments to vendors and subcontractors.  After  
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reviewing the issue with operations, we were able to reach a broader understanding of the effect failing 

to approve invoices timely and virtually eliminated this source of stress from the Accounting 

department.  Another simple advancement was to get 20 people a second monitor.  As a result of 

cleaning up these and a few other minor issues, we were able to convert the payables process to one 

based on PDF’s and not hard copy invoices.  This allowed for digital routing and filing of documents that 

the team had spend many man hours copying and filing prior to the redesign. 

The Result:  The team that was overloaded and strained to the breaking point was able to redirect two 

resources to the Billing department that was struggling to keep up with the increased activity levels as 

well as eliminate one full time clerical position in under three months.   Overall, an annual savings of 

over $200K, no more bankers’ boxes piling up in the hallways, and a stress level in Accounting and 

Accounts Payable that dropped from a red-lined 10 to a sustainable 5. 

 


